The quality of an individual's odour can allow potential mates to discriminate against individuals of low social class, poor health status or unsuitable genotype. Competitive scent marking provides a further mechanism which could allow mates to discriminate between individuals of apparently high quality. The presence or absence of fresh countermarks from competitors within an owner's territory or area marked by a dominant animal provides a reliable indicator of the owner's ability to defend its territory or dominate competitors. This could be used by potential mates to discriminate between individuals advertising their apparently high competitive ability through their scent-marking behaviour and odour quality. We tested this by manipulating scent marks in the neighbouring territories of wild-caught male house mice, Mus domesticus. As predicted, oestrous females used scent marks to select males apparently able to defend exclusive territories over those unable to exclude intruders. Females were more strongly attracted to the odour of owners of exclusively marked territories and showed more sexually related behaviour when interacting with these males. Furthermore, while females preferred a territory containing a better protected nest site regardless of the owner's apparent competitive ability, they still used the presence or absence of intruder countermarks when selecting a potential mate. This suggests that females use scent marks as a reliable signal of the best-quality mate among neighbouring males independently of their nest location. Since assessment depends on both the territory holder's own marks and those of competitor males, countermarking is likely to be an important mechanism of competition for mates between neighbours.
Animals can often gain information about the quality of potential mates from the quality of their odours, allowing them to discriminate against individuals of low social class, poor health or unsuitable genotype (reviewed by Brown & Macdonald 1985) . In house mice, Mus domesticus, the best studied mammalian example, females can use the quality of a male's odour to avoid mating with close relatives (Barnard et al. 1991) and specifically those that share the same major histocompatibility (MHC) alleles as themselves (Yamazaki et al. 1976; Potts et al. 1991) , probably to maintain genetic heterogeneity in their offspring especially in a region of key importance to immune function. Female mice can also use odours to discriminate against males carrying deleterious t alleles (Lenington 1983) and against parasitized males (Kavaliers & Colwell 1995a, b) , while recent evidence from voles shows that diet quality can affect the attractiveness of an odour which may have consequences for mate choice (Ferkin et al. 1997 ).
Odour quality can also provide information on the relative competitive ability of potential mates living in social groups where individual social status and the production of odours reflecting status are controlled by competitive pressure. Subordinate male house mice, for example, suppress production of competitive odours while living within the territory of a more dominant male, both in terms of the quality of their urinary odours (Harvey et al. 1989; Jones & Nowell 1989; Novotny et al. 1990 ) and their deposition of urinary scent marks (Desjardins et al. 1973) . Although this promotes tolerance from the dominant ( Jones & Nowell 1973), females are not attracted to such low-quality odours ( Jones & Nowell 1974) and subordinates are not selected as mates (Wolff 1985; Hurst 1987) . Females also spend more time with odours from isolate males that win a single aggressive encounter than with odours from those that lose, and with odours from the sons of winners compared with odours from the sons of losers (Drickamer 1992) . Lowquality males, however, appear to suppress their production of competitive odours only when living very close to a dominant individual (Jones & Nowell 1989) . A subordinate's odour may thus be a reliable indicator of low
